When looking for background information about a specific disease, or evidence to support a particular clinical intervention, most clinicians undertake some form of literature searchl ,2. Typically this involves a visit to the nearest medical library where you can either struggle through the bound volumes of Index Medicus or, more likely, use the library's CD-ROM databases. Either method depends upon the library being accessible (open), the CD-ROM workstations being available, and you having the time to visit. If these conditions are not met, or if you would prefer to search a range of medical databases from the comfort of your own workstation, at a time that is convenient to yourself, you can access these databases, free of charge, via the Internet.
In part 1 of this two-part article, I will look at the three most popular medical databases namely, MEDLINE, the Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews and EMBASE. Part 2 will focus on other useful bibliographic databases including PsychINFO, BIOETHICSLINE The Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews (CDSR) is the best single source of reliable evidence about the effects of health care. Concentrating on the results of controlled trials the reviews are highly structured and systematic, with evidence included or excluded on the basis of explicit quality criteria. Although the complete, full-text version of this database is not freely available on the Internet, the Figure 2 The OMIM database, with links back to MEDLINE provides users with an opportunity to view the detailed abstracts of all the Cochrane reviews published to date (228 reviews as of September 1997).
To facilitate browsing, the reviews are arranged according to the Cochrane Collaborative Review Group headings. Thus, an obstetrician can link directly to reviews carried out by the Neonatal and the Pregnancy and Childbirth groups, whilst an ophthalmologist can concentrate on those reviews performed by the Eyes and Vision Group. The database also clearly indicates whether the reviews are new or have been updated in the past 3 months.
The CDSR provides health professionals with clear and unambiguous evidence-based findings. For example, the review that compares the merits of two instruments used in assisted vaginal delivery concludes, 'the use of vacuum extractor rather than forceps for assisted delivery can be expected to result in substantial reductions in maternal morbidity'4. EMBASE http://www. healthgate.com/HealthGate/price/embase.html EMBASE, the Excerpta Medica database, is another comprehensive source of biomedical information, including more than 6.5 million records. Though inevitably there is some overlap with MEDLINE, EMBASE is the more comprehensive source for information in pharmacology and psychiatry. EMBASE also indexes a greater number of European and Asian journals than its MEDLINE counterpart.
To help users perform more precise and accurate searches the EMBASE database is split into distinct subject categories. 13 'subsets' currently exist including EMBASE Drugs and Pharmacology, EMBASE Cardiology and EMBASE Paediatrics.
Before you can access these databases you must complete an online registration form at the HealthGate WWW site. Once the registration has been accepted typically within a few seconds you will be given unlimited access to search any of the EMBASE subsets and view the titles of any articles, completely free of charge. For every detailed reference you wish to see author, title, source, and abstract a fee of £0.93 is levied. ENDPIECE A different type of database though one which is also very useful is the UK Rail Planner. This database of UK train times allows you to identify what trains are available, whether your journey will necessitate changing trains, and how long it will take to reach your destination. To search the database you simply enter your starting and destination stations, the date you wish to travel, and either the time after which you wish to depart or the time by which you wish to arrive. To access this service point your browser at http: / /www.rail.co.uk and follow the link to 'Timetables on the Net'. For readers outside the UK, the 'Trains and Railroads' section of Yahoo! may be of interest. This can be reached by pointing your Web browser at http:// www .yahoo .com / Business_and Economy/Companies / Transportation / Trains_and_Railroads
